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(57) ABSTRACT

A method of allowing collaboration on an encrypted docu-
ment stored in a cloud computing network, the encrypted
document associated with a first user having a first user
account in the cloud computing network, the method com-
prising: in response to a request from the first user to share
the encrypted document, sending a link to a public network
destination to a second user address of a second user;
receiving a request via the link from an unconfirmed user to
access the data in the encrypted document; requesting of the
unconfirmed user to login to a second user account on the
cloud computing network; authenticating the identity of the
unconfirmed user as the second user; upon authenticating the
identity of the unconfirmed user as the second user, decrypt-
ing the encrypted document to generate a decrypted docu-
ment; storing the decrypted document in the first user
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account; granting the second user access to the decrypted file
simultaneously to access granted to the first user; subsequent
to the first user or the second user editing the decrypted
document, encrypting an edited version of the decrypted
document; and storing the edited version of the encrypted
document in the first user account.
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ENCRYPTION OF CLOUD-BASED DATA

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application is the U.S. National Stage appli-
cation of PCT Application No. PCT/AU2018/050476, filed
on May 18, 2019, designating the United States, which
claims priority to Australian Provisional Patent Application
2017901942, filed May 22, 2019, of which the contents of
all such applications are incorporated herein by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present disclosure relates to methods and systems for
allowing collaboration of multiple users on encrypted docu-
ments stored on a cloud computing network.

BACKGROUND

Commercial enterprises are increasingly using cloud
based solutions as part of their computing services, specifi-
cally for communication, collaboration, and storage in the
cloud. An example cloud based solution which provides
such services is G Suite® from Google®.

Whilst such cloud based services can provide an adequate
level of security if used the correct manner, they are sus-
ceptible to security breaches and data leaks caused by user
error.

A particular vulnerability is introduced when sharing
confidential information with third parties. Using G Suite,
for example, documents can be shared by a user (e.g.
employee of an enterprise) by generation of a uniform
resource locator (URL) or link. This provides a simple way
for a user to share a document with a third party and allows
the user to do so without needing to know a) whether the
third party has a subscription to the cloud service, or b) the
details of his subscription (e.g. username or email address
linked to that subscription). However, since any party in
possession of the link can access the document, whether or
not they are an intended recipient, there is no way of
knowing whether the document has been viewed by an
unintended recipient (malicious or otherwise).

In an attempt to improve security, some enterprises put in
place rules to ban the sharing of URLs to confidential
documents stored on the enterprises’ cloud service. Employ-
ees of such enterprises tend then to turn to the use of shadow
information-technology (IT), such as their personal cloud
based subscriptions, to share documents. This has the
adverse effect of further reducing the security and control of
an enterprise on confidential information.

SUMMARY

Embodiments of the present disclosure address the above
issues by enabling multiple users to collaborate on encrypted
documents stored in the cloud.

A first user can store encrypted versions of confidential
documents on a cloud computing network, such as the
Google G Suite®, and links to these encrypted documents
can be shared without the risk of decrypted content being
viewed by a third party who was not the intended recipient
of that link. Upon upload of a document by the first user to
the cloud computing network, an encrypted version of the
document can be generated and stored, and the decrypted
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version deleted. Because the stored document is encrypted,
a link to the encrypted document can be shared safely with
a second user.

To access a decrypted version of the encrypted document,
the second user can undergo authentication by the cloud
computing network or other service, to confirm his identify
and verify that he is not an unintended recipient of the link
to the document. This authentication can involve a two-step
process in which in a first step, the second user is required
to login to an account on the cloud computing network (and
optionally registering for the account if he is not already an
account holder). In a second step, the cloud computing
network can then make a determination as to the identity of
the second user to determine whether the second user is
authorised to access the decrypted content.

In view of the above, only an encrypted version of the
document is ever shared using a public link, but users are
still able to collaborate on a decrypted version of the
encrypted document which can be viewed and edited by all
authorised users. An encrypted version of the edited docu-
ment can then be stored back in the first user’s account
during editing or once editing has been completed to main-
tain security of the document.

According to an aspect of the disclosure, there is provided
a method of enabling collaboration on an encrypted docu-
ment stored in a cloud computing network by multiple users,
the encrypted document associated with a first user having
a first user account in the cloud computing network, the
method comprising: in response to a request from the first
user to share the encrypted document, sending a link to a
public network destination to a second user address of a
second user; receiving a request via the link from an
unconfirmed user to access the data in the encrypted docu-
ment; requesting the unconfirmed user to login to a second
user account on the cloud computing network; authenticat-
ing the identity of the unconfirmed user as the second user;
upon authenticating the identity of the unconfirmed user as
the second user, decrypting the encrypted document to
generate a decrypted document; storing the decrypted docu-
ment in the first user account; granting the second user
access to the decrypted file simultaneously to access granted
to the first user; subsequent to the first user or the second
user editing the decrypted document, encrypting an edited
version of the decrypted document; and storing the edited
version of the encrypted document in the first user account.

According to a further aspect of the disclosure, there is
provided a method of accessing to data in an encrypted
document stored in a cloud computing system, the encrypted
document associated with a first user having a first user
account in the cloud computing system, the method com-
prising: receiving from the cloud computing system at a
second user address of a second user, a link to a public
network destination associated with the encrypted docu-
ment; accessing the link; in response to a request to login to
a second user account on the cloud computing system,
logging into the second user account; authenticating with the
cloud computing system as the second user; upon authenti-
cating as the second user, receiving access to a decrypted
version of the encrypted document stored in the first user
account; accessing the decrypted version of the encrypted
document.

Throughout this specification the word “comprise”, or
variations such as “comprises” or “comprising”, will be
understood to imply the inclusion of a stated element,
integer or step, or group of elements, integers or steps, but
not the exclusion of any other element, integer or step, or
group of elements, integers or steps.
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a network upon which
embodiments of the disclosure are employed;

FIG. 2 is a process diagram showing an interaction
between a first user and a cloud computing network in
accordance with embodiments of the disclosure;

FIG. 3 is a process diagram showing an interaction
between a second user and the cloud computing network in
accordance with embodiments of the disclosure; and

FIG. 4 is a process diagram illustrating an encryption and
decryption flow between the first user and the cloud com-
puting network shown in FIG. 1.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a network 100 according
to various embodiments of the disclosure, the network 100
comprising a cloud computing network 102, and a plurality
of users 104. Whilst embodiments will be described in
relation to a first and a second user 104a, 1045 of the
plurality of users 104, it will be appreciated that any number
of users 104 may be party to the network 100.

Optionally, the network 100 further comprises an enter-
prise server 106 associated with an enterprise. One or more
of the users 104 may also be associated with the enterprise
and thus have access to the enterprise server 106. For
example, one or more of the users 104 may have an email
account hosted on the enterprise server 106.

The cloud computing network 102 provides cloud com-
puting services to at least the first user 104a of the plurality
of users. Preferably, however, each of the users 104 has an
account with the cloud computing network 102. Each user of
the plurality of users 104 being provided with cloud com-
puting services by the cloud computing network 102 may
have a user account.

Cloud computing services provided by the cloud comput-
ing network 102 may include but are not limited to a file
storage service 102a, a file editing service 1025, an encryp-
tion service 102¢, an authorisation service 102d, and an
authentication service 102e.

The file storage and editing services 102a, 1026 may
allow for the storage and editing of documents uploaded by
users via the network 100. In particular, the editing service
may allow two or more of the users 104 to collaboratively
edit a single document at the same time. The file storage
service 102a additionally allows for documents to be stored
in the cloud computing network 102 in encrypted or
decrypted format. The editing service 102a, however, may
only allow for decrypted “clear” documents to be viewed
and/or edited.

The encryption service 102c¢ is provided to encrypt docu-
ments uploaded before or after storage in the cloud com-
puting network. The encryption service 102¢ may be con-
figured to encrypt documents using public-private key
encryption or the like. The encryption service 102¢ may be
configured to encrypt documents using symmetric and/or
asymmetric encryption. The encryption technique use may
be defined by the user or the cloud computing network.
Encryption keys may also be defined by the user or auto-
matically generated by the cloud computing network 102.

If symmetric encryption is used, the same key may be
used to encrypt and decrypt documents. Upon uploading
decrypted documents to the cloud computing network, a
user can rely on the cloud computing network 102 to encrypt
and decrypt such documents when required.
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Where asymmetric encryption is used (e.g. public-private
key encryption), a user may encrypt documents to be
uploaded using a public key having a paired private key to
decrypt, such that the user can encrypt documents before
uploading them to the cloud computing network. By doing
so, further protection is provided to data contained in the
document being uploaded as it is transmitted to the cloud
computing network 102.

The authorisation service 1024 is provided to control
access to documents stored in a user’s account with the
cloud computing network 102. For example, one of the
plurality users 104 of the network may wish for other users
104 of the network 100 to be provided with access to one or
more documents stored in their user account that they hold
with the cloud computing network 102. The authorisation
service 102e acts to manage access to such documents based
on instructions from that user (the cloud computing network
account holder). The authorisation service 102¢ may also act
to manage access to these documents based on instructions
from the enterprise server 106. For example, a document
stored in the cloud computing network 102 may be associ-
ated with the enterprise server 106. In which case, the
enterprise 106 may communicate with the cloud computing
network 102 to implement one or more rules associated with
how the document is managed, as will be described in more
detail below.

The authorisation service 1024 may also be operable to
generate a link to a public network destination (e.g. a URL)
associated with a document that an account user wishes to
share with others. The authorisation service 1024 may only
generate such a link if the associated document is encrypted.
The authorisation service 1024 may be further configured to
send such a link to a third party, in response to a request to
do so from a user of the plurality of users 104 or the
enterprise server 106.

The authentication service 102¢ is provided to authenti-
cate the identity of a user wishing to be granted access to
documents stored in a user account on the cloud computing
network 102. For example, the authentication service 102e
may be configured to verify the identity of users who receive
links to public network destinations generated by the autho-
risation service 102d, to check that the recipient of the link
is authorised by another user or the enterprise server 106 to
access an associated document.

As mentioned above, the enterprise 106 or the cloud
computing network 102 itself may implement one or more
rules associated with how an encrypted document (or a
decrypted version of that document) is shared with users of
the cloud computing network 102. In some embodiments,
such rules may restrict the amount of time a decrypted
version of an encrypted document is made available for
participants to access before a user is required to undergo
authorisation/authentication again. In some embodiments,
rules may determine whether particular authentication tech-
nique(s), such as SMS verification, email verification etc.,
are required to authenticate a user. Additionally or alterna-
tively, rules may be used to control access based on geolo-
cation data associated with users collected by the authori-
sation service 1024 and/or the authentication service 102e
during authorisation of one or more of the plurality of users
104. For example, during authentication, the authentication
service 102¢ may capture the geolocation of a user request-
ing access to a particular document. Based on the captured
geolocation data, the rules may determine whether or not to
grant access to a decrypted version of the document in
question. In another example, the authentication service
102¢ may detect unsafe networks (e.g. public Wifi networks)
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or connections via virtual private networks (VPNs) and the
rules may prevent access to decrypted files when a user
requests access to a decrypted document via such networks.
In yet another example, In yet another example, the authen-
tication service 102¢ may determine the make and/or model
of the device being used by a user to communicate with the
cloud computing network 102. Rules may restrict access to
documents stored in the network 102 depending on the make
and/or model of the device, for security purposes. In another
example, the authentication service 102e may determine the
operating system being used by a user to communicate with
the cloud computing network 102. Rules may then restrict
access to documents stored in the network 102 depending on
the operating system being used or whether to operating
system in question requires a security update.

An exemplary method for managing access to a document
stored on the cloud computing network in a first user account
will now be described with reference to FIGS. 2 to 4.

Referring first to FIG. 2, a process 200 for storing an
encrypted document on the cloud computing network 102 is
illustrated. At step 202, the first user 104a logs into his
account on the cloud computing network 102, herein
referred to as the first user account. The first user 104a then
uploads a document to the first user account at step 204. The
encryption service 102¢ on the cloud computing network
102 encrypts the document which is then stored in the first
user account. At step 206, the first user 104a then requests
to the cloud computing network 102 for the encrypted
document to be shared with a second user address associated
with the second user 1045 of the network.

It will be appreciated that at the time of requesting the
sharing of the document with the second user 1045, the
second user 1045 need not have an account with the cloud
computing network 102. To that end, the first user 104a can
request that an encrypted document is shared with any user
so long as that user has a network address of one form or
other. The second user address may, for example, be an
email address which may or may not be associated with
either the cloud computing network 102 or the enterprise
service 106. In some embodiments, the second user address
may not be an address associated with the network 100. For
example, the second user address can, in some embodi-
ments, be a telephone number.

Since the document which is to be shared is encrypted, the
first user 104aq is able to share the document with the second
user 1045 without needing to know the details of an account
he may or may not have with the cloud computing network
102. The first user 104a can simply use any address he has
for the second user 1045 to share the document with the
second user 1044.

Referring now to FIG. 3, a process 300 for granting access
to the document shared by the first user 104¢ in the process
described with reference to FIG. 2 will now be described. At
step 302 and in response to a request from the first user 104a
to share the encrypted document with the second user 1045,
the authorisation service 1024 may generate and send a link
to the second user address. As mentioned above, in some
embodiments, the second user address is an email address or
a telephone number which the first user 104a has provided
to the cloud computing network 102 to identify the second
user 1045.

Upon receipt of the link at the second user address, the
second user 1045 accesses link at step 304. By accessing the
link, a request is sent to the cloud computing network 102
to grant the second user 1045 access to the document. At step
306, the cloud computing network 102 may optionally grant
the second user 1045 access to the document in its encrypted
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form without requiring authentication, since decryption of
the document is only possible by the encryption service 102¢
hosted on the cloud computing network 102. However,
before the second user 1045 can access a decrypted version
of the document shared by the first user 104a, the second
user 1045 must login to an account on the cloud computing
network 102.

Accordingly, at step 308, the second user 1045 is
prompted to login to their account, herein after referred to as
the second user account. If, the second user 1045 does not
have an account with the cloud computing network 102, the
second user 1045 may be prompted to register for an account
and subsequently login to the account (the second user
account).

At this point, the authenticity of the second user 1045 may
be determined in one of several ways.

In one embodiment, if the second user address to which
the link was sent at step 302 is associated the second user
account which the second user 1045 logged in to at step 308,
then the authentication service 102e¢ may determine that the
person who accessed the link at step 304 and subsequently
logged in to the second user account is the intended recipient
of the link and thus can be authenticated as the second user
1045. In which case, steps 312 to 316 of the process 300
shown in FIG. 3 may be skipped and access to an decrypted
version of the document may be granted right away at step
318.

In another embodiment, whether or not the second user
address to which the link was sent at step 302 is determined
to be associated with the second user account, the authen-
tication service may request at step 310 that the second user
authenticate their identity as the intended recipient of the
link sent at step 302.

In some embodiments, at step 312 an authentication
message is sent by the authentication service 102e to the
second user address. Then, at step 314, the authentication
service may request that the second user 1045 provide a
response to the authentication message, for example, via the
second user account. In some embodiments, that response
may be to relay some or all of the contents of the authen-
tication message to the cloud computing network at step
314. For example, the second user 1045 may be requested to
input part or all of the authentication message into a user
interface of the cloud computing network 314.

At step 316, the second user 1045 can then provide the
requested response based on the authentication message
received at the second user address (which the second user
has access to). On receipt of a valid response from the
second user, at step 318 the authentication service may then
grant the second user access to a decrypted version of the
document associated with the link sent at step 302. If an
decrypted version of the document does not currently exist,
the encryption service may generate a decrypted version of
the document and grant access both to the first user 104a and
the second user 1045.

In a variation of the above, instead of the second user
1045 providing a response in the form of an input at the
cloud computing network, the authentication message may
include a link to a public network destination which is sent
to the second user address. With the second user 1044
logged into the second user account, accessing of the link by
the second user 1045 may be sufficient to prove the identity
of'the second user 1045 since only the second user 1045 has
access to messages sent to the second user address. Access-
ing of the link in the authentication message may then cause
the authentication service 102¢ to grant access to the
decrypted document.
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In a further variation, instead of the authentication service
102¢ sending a authentication message to the second user
address, the authentication message may be sent to a dif-
ferent address which has been confirmed by the first user
104a or the enterprise server 106 as being associated with
the user to which the link sent at step 302 was intended, i.e.
the second user 1045. For example, the different address
may be a telephone number and the verification code may be
sent via an instant messaging service (such as in an SMS, a
MMS, an iMessage® or a Whatsapp® message.

It will be appreciated that the processes described above
with reference to FIGS. 2 and 3 for managing access to a
document in relation to the first and second users 104a, 1045
may be applied to the management of the document for any
number of users of the network. Additionally, these pro-
cesses are not limited to above described scenario in which
the first user 104a wishes to share a document with the
second user 1045. Subject to system constraints, in accor-
dance with embodiments described above, the cloud com-
puting network 102 may be configured to manage the
encryption and access rights of any number of documents
stored in any number of formats in any number of user
accounts on the cloud computing network to any number of
users of the cloud computing network 102.

Once access has been granted to a decrypted version of
the document, the cloud computing network 102 can provide
means for users for whom access has been granted to
collaborate on a document by simultaneously viewing and
editing the document whilst maintaining an encrypted ver-
sion in the first user account. To that end, FIG. 4 schemati-
cally illustrates the process 400 of maintaining security of
the decrypted version of a document uploaded to the cloud
computing network by the first user.

As mentioned previously with reference to FIG. 2, the
first user 104a can upload a decrypted document 402 to the
cloud computing network 102 as denoted by arrow 404 in
FIG. 4. The encryption service 1025 on the cloud computing
network 102 then encrypts and stores the encrypted version
406 of the document in the first user account of associated
with the first user 104a. The decrypted version 402 of the
document uploaded to the first user account may then be
deleted. When access 408 to the document is granted to
either the first user 104a or another user who has undergone
authorisation and authentication in accordance with embodi-
ments described above, the encrypted document is then
decrypted and a decrypted version 410 of the document is
stored in the first user account. After the document has been
modified 412 by the one or more users to which access has
been granted, the encryption service 102¢ may then encrypt
a modified version of the document and store the modified
encrypted document in the first user account.

When the modified encrypted version is stored, the earlier
encrypted version may be deleted. Alternatively, one or
more earlier encrypted versions may be kept so that a user
can step back through versions during multiple edits.

The file location of the decrypted version 410 of the
document may be hidden on the first user account to prevent
users from copying the decrypted version of the document
once they have been granted access thereto. The encrypted
document 406, however, need not be hidden due to its
encryption.

It will be appreciated by persons skilled in the art that
numerous variations and/or modifications may be made to
the above-described embodiments, without departing from
the broad general scope of the present disclosure. The
present embodiments are, therefore, to be considered in all
respects as illustrative and not restrictive.
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The invention claimed is:

1. A method of enabling collaboration by multiple users
on an encrypted document stored in a cloud computing
network, the encrypted document associated with a first user
having a first user account in the cloud computing network,
the method comprising:

in response to a request from the first user to share the

encrypted document, sending a link to a public network
destination to the encrypted document to a second user
address of a second user;

receiving a request via the link from an unconfirmed user

to access the data in the encrypted document;
requesting the unconfirmed user to login to a second user
account on the cloud computing network;
authenticating the identity of the unconfirmed user as the
second user;
upon authenticating the identity of the unconfirmed user
as the second user, decrypting the encrypted document
to generate a decrypted document;

storing the decrypted document in the first user account;

granting the second user access to the decrypted docu-

ment, enabling the second user to view or edit the
decrypted document simultaneously with the first user
to whom access to the decrypted document has been
granted;

subsequent to the first user or the second user editing the

decrypted document, encrypting an edited version of
the decrypted document; and

storing the edited version of the encrypted document in

the first user account.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the identity of uncon-
firmed user as the second user is authenticated if the second
user account is associated with the second user address.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein authenticating the
identity of unconfirmed user as the second user comprises:

sending an authentication message to the second user

address; and

receiving an input from the unconfirmed user via the

second user account based on the authentication mes-
sage.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the input is a string
contained in the authentication message.

5. The method of claim 3, wherein the input is a link to
a public network destination contained in the authentication
message.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the second user address
is an email address.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the public network
destination is a uniform resource locator (URL).

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the decrypted docu-
ment is hidden on the first user account.

9. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

repeating the steps of encrypting the edited version of the

decrypted document and storing the edited encrypted
document in the first user account in response to the
second user editing the decrypted document or the first
user editing the decrypted document.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein the repeating is
conducted at regular intervals while the decrypted document
is being accessed by one or more of the first user and the
second user.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the encrypting of the
edited version and storing of the edited encrypted document
is performed on closing of the decrypted document by the
first user or the second user.
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12. The method of claim 1, wherein the encrypting of the
edited version and storing of the edited encrypted document
is performed in response to detecting an edit to the decrypted
document.

13. The method of claim 1, wherein the second user
address is not associated with the cloud computing network.

14. The method of claim 1, wherein the second user
address is associated with an enterprise.

15. The method of claim 1, wherein granting the second
user access comprises granting the second user read and
write access to the decrypted document.

16. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

requesting that the unconfirmed user register for the

second user account on the cloud computing network.

17. A method of enabling collaboration by multiple users
on an encrypted document stored in a cloud computing
network, the encrypted document associated with a first user
having a first user account in the cloud computing network,
the method comprising:

receiving from the cloud computing network at a second

user address of a second user, a link to a public network
destination associated with the encrypted document;
accessing the link;

in response to a request to login to a second user account

on the cloud computing network, logging into the
second user account;

authenticating with the cloud computing network as the

second user;
upon authenticating as the second user, receiving access
to a decrypted version of the encrypted document
stored in the first user account, the access granted to
enable the second user to view or edit the decrypted
document simultaneously with the first user to whom
access to the decrypted document has been granted; and

accessing the decrypted version of the encrypted docu-
ment simultaneously to the first user.

18. A non-transitory computer readable storage medium
having instructions stored thereon which, when executed,
cause a processor to perform the method of enabling col-
laboration by multiple users on an encrypted document
stored in a cloud computing network, the encrypted docu-
ment associated with a first user having a first user account
in the cloud computing network, the method comprising:

in response to a request from the first user to share the

encrypted document, sending a link to a public network
destination to the encrypted document to a second user
address of a second user;

receiving a request via the link from an unconfirmed user

to access the data in the encrypted document;
requesting the unconfirmed user to login to a second user
account on the cloud computing network;
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authenticating the identity of the unconfirmed user as the

second user;

upon authenticating the identity of the unconfirmed user

as the second user, decrypting the encrypted document
to generate a decrypted document;

storing the decrypted document in the first user account;

granting the second user access to the decrypted docu-

ment, enabling the second user to view or edit the
decrypted document simultaneously with the first user
to whom access to the decrypted document has been
granted;

subsequent to the first user or the second user editing the

decrypted document, encrypting an edited version of
the decrypted document; and

storing the edited version of the encrypted document in

the first user account.

19. A cloud computing system for enabling collaboration
by multiple users on an encrypted document associated with
a first user, the cloud computing system configured to:

store the encrypted document in a first user account in the

cloud computing system, the first user account associ-
ated with the first user;

in response to a request from the first user to share the

encrypted document, sending a link to a public network
destination to the encrypted document to a second user
address of a second user;

receiving a request via the link from an unconfirmed user

to access the data in the encrypted document;
requesting the unconfirmed user to login to a second user
account on the cloud computing system;
authenticating the identity of the unconfirmed user as the
second user;
upon authenticating the identity of the unconfirmed user
as the second user, decrypting the encrypted document
to generate a decrypted document;

storing the decrypted document in the first user account;

granting the second user access to the decrypted docu-

ment, enabling the second user to view or edit the
decrypted document simultaneously with the first user
to whom access to the decrypted document has been
granted;

subsequent to the first user or the second user editing the

decrypted document, encrypting an edited version of
the decrypted document; and

storing the edited version of the encrypted document in

the first user account.

20. The system of claim 19, wherein the identity of
unconfirmed user as the second user is authenticated if the
second user account is associated with the second user
address.



